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i NTROOUCT 1  ON 


The  purpose  of  this  report  Is  to  bring  together  In  outline  form  selected 
research  on  persuasion  and  attitude  change  reported  In  the  Journal  of 
Abnormal  and  Social  Psychology  (since  1965,  The  Journal  of  Personality 
and  Social  Psychology)  between  the  years  1952  and  1967.  Relatively  little 
research  of  a  systematic  nature  was  done  In  this  area  prior  to  1952,  and 
we  have  arbitrarily  terminated  our  literature  review  as  of  1967,  despite 
the  fact  that  research  In  this  area  continues  to  be  reported.  Rather 
than  attempt  a  comprehensive  coverage  of  all  the  reported  persuasion 
research  during  this  fifteen  year  period,  we  have  limited  ourselves  to 
the  more  manageable  task  of  outlining  some  significant  features  of  those 
articles  appearing  In  one  psychological  journal. 

The  area  of  persuasion  and  attitude  change  has  captured  the  attention 
of  a  host  of  Investigators,  perhaps  because  It  Involves  several  features 
that  are  central  to  social  psychology— -namely,  attitudes  and  behavior 
modification.  Experimental  research  In  persuasion  was  given  considerable 
impetus  by  Carl  I.  h'cvland  and  his  colleagues  at  Yale  University  In  the 
early  1950's,  and  there  has  been  no  diminution  of  concern  with  this  topic 
during  the  past  20  years.  On  the  contrary,  as  Figure  l  Indicates, 
publication  of  research  findings  In  the  area  of  persuasion  and  attitude 
change  has  followed  an  accelerated  pace  over  the  years  covered  by  this 
report,  with  the  exception  of  1966  and  1967  where  the  curve  falls. 

Despite  the  great  amount  of  painstaking  and  often  cleverly  devised 
research  on  this  general  topic,  the  literature  reports  many  failures  of 
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Figure  1  -  NumLer  of  articles  on  persuasion  and  attitude 

change  appearing  In  the  Journal  of  Abnormal  (Personality) 
and  Social  Psychology  during  the  years  1952-1967. 


replication,  as  well  as  questions  concerning  the  validity  of  many  of 
the  reported  findings.  In  addition,  there  is  the  serious  question  of 
whether  statistically  significant  changes  in  attitude  scores  obtained 
In  the  course  of  laboratory  Investigations  are  psychologically  meaningful. 
There  are  very  few  studies  in  which  subjects  have  displayed  changes  in 
attitude  that  could  be  said  to  have  moved  them  from  one  end  of  an 
attitude  continuum  to  the  other.  Often,  changes  of  three  or  four  points 
on  a  20-point  scale  are  sufficient  to  yield  statistical  significance  but 
are  not  sufficiently  dramatic  to  provide  a  convincing  demonstration  of 
the  effectiveness  of  the  persuasive  manipulation  in  bringing  about  a 
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soclally  meaningful  change  in  behavior.  In  many  Instances,  It  Is  difficult 
If  not  Impossible  to  replicate  experiments  because  of  the  paucity  of 
Information  reported  concerning  procedural  details.  In  some  cases,  the 
attitude  measurement  devices  employed  have  either  doubtfut  or  unknown 
reliability.  Their  validity  Is  generally  accepted  at  face  value.  We  have 
summarized  as  best  we  can  the  Information  available  with  respect  to  the 
various  measures  of  attitude  change  employed  In  these  experiments,  and 
the  reader  is  left  to  reaeh  his  own  conclusions  concerning  the  scientific 
merit  of  these  procedures. 

In  general,  experiments  In  persuasion  have  embodied  two  types  of 
design.  We  have  categorized  these  as  (a)  pre  and  post-experimental 
assessment  of  attitudes,  or  (b)  post-experimental  assessment,  where  a 
control  group  Is  used  to  estimate  the  pre-treatment  attltudlnal  dispositions 
of  the  subjects.  The  experiments  in  each  of  these  categories  are  Psted 
alphabetically  by  author. 

This  report  Includes  only  articles  dealing  with  attitude  change  as 
a  function  of  some  persuasive  manipulation.  Thus,  we  have  not  considered 
the  following  types  of  experiments:  (a)  "innoculatlon"  or  "immunization" 
studies,  (b)  belief  studies,  (c)  theoretical  papers,  (d)  conformity 
studies,  (e)  personality  Impression  and  person  perception,  (f)  studies 
Involving  self-ratings,  and  (g)  social  influence  studies. 

Some  of  the  above  could  be  considered  as  falling  rather  generally 
Into  the  area  of  persuasion  Interpreted  in  Its  broadest  sense.  However, 
we  will  concern  ourselves  here  only  with  those  experiments  that  deal  with 
direct  attempts  at  manipulating  the  attitudes  of  target  Individuals.  It 
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wl 1 1  be  apparent  that  not  all  of  the  experiments  deal  with  v*>at  might 
narrowly  be  defined  as  attitudes.  In  fact,  the  concepts  of  attitude, 
opinion,  belief,  preference,  and  judgment,  are  <•  ,-ten  used  interchangeably 
by  social  psychologists.  We  have  not  attempted  to  distinguish  between 
these,  but,  rather,  have  treated  them  as  though  they  were  at  least 
generlcally  related. 

Because  our  concern  has  been  primarily  with  the  methodology  and 
reporting  of  persuasion  research,  we  have  abstracted  from  the  cited 
articles  only  those  features  that  relate  to  these  dimensions.  Thus,  for 
each  study  we  describe  (a)  the  issue,  (b)  the  kinds  of  subjects  studied, 

(c)  the  measurement  procedures,  (d)  the  experimental  manipulation,  and 
(e)  the  method  of  reporting  attitude  change.  It  >s  hoped  that  this  manner 
of  summarizing  the  experiments  will  be  useful  to  the  investigator  who 
wants  a  brief  description  of  representative  research  in  this  area. 

While  reviewing  these  articles,  we  have  been  impressed  with  a  number 
of  specific  shortcomings  that  ought  to  be  considered  by  anyone  contemplating 
research  in  persuasion.  These  weaknesses  are  not  restricted  to  ar ■> 
particular  group  of  authors  or  period  of  years,  but  are  sprinkled  rather 
generously  throughout  the  literature  that  we  have  reveiwed.  They  can  be 
summarized  briefly  ss  follows: 

(a)  arbitrary  elimination  of  subjects 

(b)  lack  of  standardization  of  measurement  procedures 

(c)  questionable  or  unreported  reliability  of  attitude 
measures 

(d)  lack  of  a  uniform  method  of  reporting  attitude  change 

(e)  frequent  violation  of  assumptions  underlying  the 
statistical  tests. 
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in  addition  to  the  above  Items,  we  also  find  some  difficulty  In 
generalizing  from  many  of  the  findings  to  aonlaboratory  situations.  For 
example,  many  of  the  issues  studied  seem  to  be  so  trivial  that  any 
reported  attitude  change  is  probably  limited  to  that  specific  situation. 

And  as  we  have  noted  previously,  the  significance  In  any  behavioral  sense 
of  some  of  the  reported  changes  is  open  to  question.  in  some  of  the 
experiments,  where  the  range  of  attitude  measures  Is  not  stipulated,  it 
Is  impossible  to  Intrepret  the  meaningful  ness  of  the  reported  changes. 

If  this  report  is  to  be  useful.  It  will  not  only  give  the  Investigator 
a  general  Idea  of  the  types  of  experiments  In  persuasion  that  have  been 
reported  In  one  journal  over  a  fifteen  year  period,  but  It  will  also 
suggest  to  him  areas  In  which  further  research  Is  needed. 
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